






Michael Polanyi on Freedom of Science*
Abstract
In the present essay I investigate Polanyi’s main arguments for academic freedom. Aca-
demic and political freedom are closely related to each other: if state takes control over 
science, it will lead to the collapse of freedom itself in the whole society. His arguments 
against totalitarianism rely on his anti-positivist philosophy of science. He diagnoses totali-
tarianism as a denial of academic freedom which is based on a pragmatist view of science 
and instrumentalist interpretation of moral values. Polanyi’s idea of science is a spiritual, 
idealistic description of a community of free intellectuals who are passionately committed 
to seeking the truth and have an autonomous community with its own rules and autonomous 
direction. Seeking the truth for its own sake is the essential goal of science, which can be 
accomplished only if it remains free from political, ideological and economical influences. 
I will argue that Polanyi’s insights can still be relevant today, when science can become 
an instrument of profit-oriented practical needs instead of seeking the truth itself, and the 
humanities (including philosophy) are often considered unnecessary.
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This	 essay	 is	 based	 on	my	 conference	 talk,	
“Michael	 Polanyi’s	 Post-critical	 Epistemo-
logy	 and	 the	 Moral	 Dimension	 of	 Science”	
which	I	held	at	the	20th	Days of Frane Petrić	
–	 “Philosophical	 Trends	 in	 Southeast	 Eu-
rope”	Conference	 (Cres,	Croatia,	September	
18–21,	2011).	I	am	very	grateful	to	Professor	
Tihamér	 Margitay	 for	 his	 support	 and	 com-
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ence	 and	 academic	 life.”	 Michael	 Polanyi,	
“Self-Government	 of	 Science”,	 in:	 Michael	
Polanyi,	The Logic of Liberty,	Routledge	and	
Kegan	Paul	Ltd,	London,	1951,	p.	67.
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in:	The Logic of Liberty,	p.	45.
5
“Public	liberty	can	be	fully	upheld	as	an	aim	
in	 itself,	 insofar	 as	 it	 is	 the	method	 for	 the	
social	management	of	purposes	that	are	aims	
in	 themselves.	Freedom	of	 science,	 freedom	




ing	 these	 freedoms,	society	constitutes	 itself	
as	 a	 community	 of	 people	 believing	 in	 the	
validity	and	power	of	things	of	the	mind	and	
in	 our	 obligation	 to	 these	 things.”	 Michael	
Polanyi,	“Manageability	of	Social	Tasks”,	in:	
The Logic of Liberty,	p.	193.
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Michael	 Polanyi,	 “Perils	 of	 Inconsistency”,	
in:	The Logic of Liberty,	pp.	102–103.
SYNTHESIS	PHILOSOPHICA	
54	(2/2012)	pp.	(307–321)


















own	 opinions.”9	 It	 is	 clear	 that	 Polanyi’s	 own	 conception	 of	 freedom	 is	 a	
middle	course	position	between	the	individualistic	and	the	obligation	theory	












hybridization”	 became	 wide-spread	 and	 obligatory.	 Critics,	 including	 the	
great	geneticist	Valilov	were	put	 to	 silence	and	dismissed.	Vavilov	himself	
was	imprisoned	and	probably	died	in	jail	under	unclarified	circumstances.10
What	makes	Polanyi’s	account	 interesting	 is	 that	he	 identifies	 the	 implicit,	
theoretical	presumptions	of	 totalitarian	 ideologies,	 first	of	all,	 the	denial	of	
distinction	between	pure	and	applied	science.	As	we	have	seen,	Polanyi	en-
dorses	pure	science:	the	aim	of	science	is	seeking	the	truth	for	its	own	sake.	
























the	 responses	 to	 scepticism	and	naturalism	 in	modern	philosophy.	Accord-

































Lysenko-case.	 See:	 M.	 Polanyi,	 “Self-Gov-
ernment	of	Science”,	pp.	59–65.
11
For	 his	 detailed	 argumentation	 in	 favour	 of	
the	distinction	see:	Michael	Polanyi,	“Scien-







conception	 of	 moral	 inversion.	 In	 “Beyond	
Nihilism”	he	writes:	“Robespierre’s	terror	had	
justified	itself	by	its	noble	aspirations;	Marx	






Marjorie	 Grene	 (ed.),	 Knowing and Being. 
Essays by Michael Polanyi,	The	University	of	
Chicago	Press,	1969,	p.	16.
14
“Though	 men	 be	 harmoniously	 guided	 by	
their	agreed	convictions,	they	must	yet	form	
a	government	to	enforce	their	purpose.	Civic	
culture	 can	 flourish	 only	 thanks	 to	 physical	
coercion.	 It	 is	 sown	 in	corruption.”	Michael	
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uniform	 tasks	where	 every	 individual	works	on	 the	 same	 task	 in	 the	 same	
manner.	 Polanyi’s	 two	 important	 examples	 are	 a	 group	of	women	 shelling	
peas	and	a	team	of	chess	players.	Obviously,	the	total	number	of	peas	shelled	
or	 the	 number	 of	 games	 won	 will	 not	 be	 affected	 by	 the	 fact	 whether	 the	
individuals	are	isolated	or	not.15	However,	there	are	tasks	where	a	complete	










operations	within	 the	 same	 system.	 Every	 agent	 acts	 freely,	 following	 her	







































































Its	 Political	 and	 Economic	 Theory”,	 in:	 M.	















as	a	 team	setting	out	 to	explore	 the	existing	
openings	for	discovery,	it	is	assumed	that	their	
efforts	will	be	efficiently	co-ordinated	if	only	









a	 special	 case	 of	 co-ordination	 by	 mutual	
adjustment.	In	the	case	of	science,	adjustment	
takes	 place	 by	 taking	 note	 of	 the	 published	
results	 of	 other	 scientists;	 while	 in	 the	 case	
of	the	market,	mutual	adjustment	is	mediated	
























systematic	 importance	 (for	 instance,	 the	discovery	of	Neptune).	Of	course,	
their	 traditionalism	could	lead	scientists	 to	erroneous	conclusions.25	This	 is	






of	 science.	 In	 contrast	 to	 positivists,	 he	 argues	 that	 there	 are	 no	objective,	
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Standards	of	 scientific	evaluation	have	another	 important	 function,	namely	
establishing	a	coherent	scientific	opinion.	Uniformity	of	scientific	standards	
and	the	common	beliefs	about	“the	nature	of	things”	provide	the	third	con-
dition	 of	 free	 science.	Without	 uniform	 standards	 the	 comparison	 between	

















lished	 between	 scientists,	 not	 above	 them.”31	Moreover,	 scientists	 exercise	
authority	over	the	lay	public:








this	 mistaken	 exercise	 of	 authority.”	 See:	
Michael	Polanyi,	“The	Growth	of	Science	in	
Society”,	 in:	 M.	 Grene	 (ed.),	Knowing and 










five	 areas	 of	 scientific	 knowledge	 in	 which	
indeterminacies	play	 role.	 (1)	 the	 indetermi-










Unaccountable	 Element	 in	 Science”,	 in:	M.	











“Indeed,	 through	 these	 overlapping	 neigh-




by	 any	 single	 human	mind,	 but	 one	 which,	
split	 into	 thousands	of	fragments,	 is	held	by	
a	multitude	of	individuals,	each	of	whom	en-
dorses	the	others’	opinion	at	second	hand,	by	
relying	on	 the	consensual	 chains	which	 link	
him	 to	 all	 the	 others	 through	 a	 sequence	 of	
overlapping	 neighbourhoods.”	 M.	 Polanyi,	



































































of	 science	 is	 possible	 only	 if	 scientists,	 self-coordinated	by	 their	 own	 free	
choices,	make	judgements	about	the	scientific	merits	of	theories	and	hypoth-
eses.	These	standards	of	science	are	rooted	in	tradition,	and	individuals’	vol-





























See:	 M.	 Polanyi,	 “Self-Government	 of	 Sci-
ence”,	p.	59.
36
“For	 if	 truth	 is	 not	 real	 and	 absolute,	 then	
it	 may	 seem	 proper	 that	 public	 authorities	






Polanyi	 calls	 the	 Hungarian	 Revolution	 in	
October	1956	a	battle	for	the	truth	itself.	To-
tal	 and	 radical	 denying	 of	 truth	 became	 un-
sustainable	in	1956.	He	quotes	the	Hungarian	
Communist,	 Miklós	 Gimes’	 edifying	 words	
to	 illuminate	 radical	 totalitarian	 thought	 as	
well	as	the	transformation	from	a	totalitarian	
viewpoint	into	normal	mentality.	Gimes	says:	









critical	 faculties	 and	 finally	 rendered	 many	



















though	 there	were	 serious	political-ideological	 interventions	 into	 academic	
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ciety	in	which	people’s	desires	are	manipulated	and	they	don’t	always	want	

















Lakatos	 states	 that	 if	 the	 decisions	 of	 a	 privileged	 elite	 are	 the	 criteria	 of	





a	 community.	According	 to	 Lakatos,	 this	 is	 an	 authoritarian	 view,	 since	 it	
says	truth	is	what	the	majority	accepts	as	true.	Even	though	Polanyi	insists	







of	 the	 ideological-philosophical	 foundations	of	 totalitarianism	has	valuable	
points.	He	 rightly	points	 out	 that	 denying	 academic	 freedom	 relies	upon	 a	























Imre	 Lakatos,	 “The	 Problem	 of	 Apprais-
ing	 Scientific	 Theories”,	 in:	 John	Worall	 &	
Gregory	Currie	(eds.),	Imre Lakatos: Mathe-
matics, science and epistemology. Philosophi-




J.	Worall	&	G.	Currie	 (eds.),	 Imre Lakatos: 
Mathematics, science and epistemology. Philo-
sophical Papers, Volume II,	pp.	227–228.
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54	(2/2012)	pp.	(307–321)
























Michael Polanyi o slobodi znanosti
Sažetak
U ovome radu istražujem Polanyijeve glavne argumente za akademsku slobodu. Akademska i 
politička sloboda međusobno su blisko povezane: ako država preuzme kontrolu nad znanošću, 
to dovodi do kolapsa same slobode u cijelome društvu. Njegovi argumenti protiv totalitarizma 
oslanjaju se na njegovu anti-pozitivističku filozofiju znanosti. On definira totalitarizam kao 
poricanje akademske slobode koje se temelji na pragmatičkom poimanju znanosti i instrumen-
talističkim interpretacijama moralnih vrijednosti. Polanyijeva ideja znanosti je duhovni, idea-
listički opis zajednice slobodnih intelektualaca koji su strastveno posvećeni potrazi za istinom 
i imaju autonomnu zajednicu s vlastitim pravilima i autonomnim upravljanjem. Potraga za 
istinom radi nje same je bitan cilj znanosti, koji se može postići jedino ako znanost ostane 
slobodna od političkih, ideoloških i ekonomskih utejcaja. Tvrdim da Polanyijevi uvidi mogu 
biti relevantni i danas, kada znanost može postati instrument profitno orijentiranih praktičnih 
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Péter Hartl
Michael Polanyi über die Wissenschaftsfreiheit
Zusammenfassung
Im präsenten Artikel gehe ich Polanyis Hauptargumentation für akademische Freiheit auf den 
Grund. Die akademische und politische Freiheit sind miteinander nahe verwandt: Unterzieht 
der Staat die Wissenschaft seiner Kontrolle, endet dies im Kollaps der Freiheit selbst in der 
gesamten Gesellschaft. Polanyis Begründung gegen den Totalitarismus stützt sich auf dessen 
antipositivistische Philosophie der Wissenschaft. Er diagnostiziert den Totalitarismus als Ver-
sagung der akademischen Freiheit, die auf dem pragmatischen Blickpunkt der Wissenschaft als 
auch der instrumentalistischen Interpretation der Moralwerte basiert. Polanyis Wissenschafts-
vorstellung ist eine spirituelle, idealistische Schilderung einer Gemeinschaft freier Intellektu-
eller, die sich der Suche nach Wahrheit glutvoll gewogen zeigt und über eine autonome Com-
munity mit eigenen Regeln sowie autonomer Verwaltung verfügt. Die Erkundung der Wahrheit 
um ihrer selbst willen repräsentiert das essenzielle Vorhaben der Wissenschaft, welches sich 
allein unter Bewahrung ihrer Independenz von politischen, ideologischen bzw. wirtschaftlichen 
Einflüssen zuwege bringen lässt. Ich halte dafür, Polanyis Einblicke hätten auch heutzutage Re-
levanzpotenzial, zu der Zeit, wenn sich die Wissenschaft auf ein Werkzeug des profitorientierten 
praktischen Begehrens reduzieren könnte, anstatt nach der Wahrheit selbst zu fahnden, und die 





Michael Polanyi sur la liberté de la science
Résumé
Dans cet essai, j’examine les principaux arguments de Polany pour la liberté académique. La 
liberté académique et politique sont étroitement liées : si l’Etat prend le contrôle de la science, 
cela conduira à l’effondrement de la liberté elle-même dans toute la société. Ses arguments 
contre le totalitarisme reposent sur sa philosophie anti-positiviste de la science. Il diagnostique 
le totalitarisme comme un refus de la liberté académique fondé sur une conception pragmatique 
de la science et une interprétation instrumentaliste des valeurs morales. L’idée de la science 
de Polany est une description spirituelle, idéaliste, d’une communauté d’intellectuels libres, 
passionnément dédiés à la recherche de la vérité, et qui ont une communauté avec ses propres 
règles et une direction autonome. La recherche de la vérité pour elle-même est l’objectif essen-
tiel de la science, ce qui peut être accompli uniquement si elle demeure libre des influences po-
litiques, idéologiques et économiques. J’affirme que les visions de Polany peuvent toujours être 
pertinentes aujourd’hui, alors que la science peut devenir un instrument des besoins pratiques 
orientés vers le profit au lieu de chercher la vérité elle-même, et alors que les sciences humaines 
(y compris la philosophie) sont souvent considérées comme inutiles.
Mots-clés
liberté	académique,	Michael	Polanyi,	science	pure,	autorité	scientifique,	auto-coordination,	jugements	
tacites,	totalitarisme,	tradition,	vérité
